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1. Introduction 


This paper aims to examine the enumeration of Visnu’s manifestations (pradurbhdava, 
avatara) focusing on their different combinations within Sanskrit literature. My approach to 
the topic is based on the study of passages that describe lists of Visnu’s manifestations in 
Epics, Puranas, Paficaratra texts, inscriptions, and Kavya literature with an emphasis on their 
variation and development. The early stage the lists mainly in the Epics has been studied 
previously,” and the present paper offers a re-examination of this early stage based on new 
materials. Furthermore, I would like to address the issue of the first appearance of the typical 
list of the “ten manifestations” (dasavatara)—fish (matsya), tortoise (kurma), boar (varaha), 
man-lion (narasimha), dwarf (vamana), Parasurama, Rama, Krsna or Balarama, Buddha and 


Kalki—in Sanskrit literature. 


1. The Manifestations in the Epic Literature 


1.1. Mahabharata 

In MBh 3.100.19-21, taking forms of a boar, a man-lion and a dwarf is merely mentioned as 
one of the deeds performed by Visnu as the Creator in the past. A similar episode is preserved 
in MBh 12.326.71-73, where Visnu “has taken forms” of a boar and a man-lion. In the 
meanwhile, it is stated in MBh 12.326.74-82 that Visnu “will be born” as the twelfth son of 
Aditi and Kasyapa at a specified time, he “will become” Rama and “some pradurbhava- will 


be born in Mathura because of Kamsa.” 
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MBh 12.326.94ab hamso hayasiras caiva pradurbhava dvijottama / 

“O best Brahman, [all of them as aforementioned including] Hamsa and horse-faced (hayasiras-) 

are manifestations.’ 

This marks a significant change. In MBh 6.26.6-9 (BhG 4.6-9), Krsna states that he will 
manifest himself every yuga. Therefore, the worship of Krsna has probably motivated the 
idea of Visnu’s manifestations. 

1.2. Harivamsa 

In HV, which is considered to have been composed in the first few centuries of the common 
era, Janamejaya is surprised that Visnu has entered a human body (HV 30.3-8, 53-54). It seems 
that HV came into being after the significant change contained in MBh 12.326.94. 
Pauskaraka (Padmanabha), a boar, a man-lion, a dwarf, Dattatreya, Parasurama, Rama, 
Krsna, Kalkin are all enumerated in HV 31.20-148 as forms taken by Visnu. 

HV 31.20ab esa pauskarako nama pradurbhavah prakirtitah / ‘This one is known as a 

manifestation named Pauskaraka.’ 

Pauskaraka (Padmanabha) is often equated with Narayana and is normally mentioned as 
the God or the Creator. This is probably the reason why Padmanabha gradually ceases to 
appear in the later lists in accordance with the development of the idea of manifestations, 
although Padmanabha frequently appears in the early lists in HV 31.20, HV 38.18 and HV 
42.33. Taking forms of a boar, a man-lion and a dwarf is mentioned as one of Visnu’s deeds 
in the past in HV 30.9-13, HV 31.21-92 and HV 42.34-35, which is also the case in MBh 
3.100.19-21. The manifestations as a boar, a man-lion and a dwarf are presumably 


distinguished from human manifestations such as Krsna. 


2. The Manifestations in the Puranic Literature 


Ten manifestations are listed in VP 98.72-104, BnP 2.3.73.73-105 and MP 47.237-249ab as 
follows: (1)Vainya (2)man-lion (3)dwarf (4)Dattatreya (5)Mandhatr (6)Parasurama (7)Rama 
(8)Vedavyasa (9)Krsna (10)Kalki.> Three of the ten manifestations, namely Vainya, a man- 
lion and a dwarf are considered to be divine, while the other seven manifestations are cursed 


to be born as a human.* 


3 The reading is based on PPL SC. 71-91cd. 

4 PPL5C. 74=VP 98.88; BnP 2.3.73.87cd-88ab; MP 47.241 etas tisrah smytas tasya divyah 
sambhiitayah subhah / manusyah sapta yas tasya sapajas ta nibodhata // “These three 
[manifestations] are his divine splendid manifestations. His seven human 


3. Conclusion 


Concerning the enumeration of Visnu’s manifestations, several manifestations such as 
Padmanabha and a dwarf are originally referred to as Visnu’s deeds in his past. However, 
there was a tendency to add various manifestations in human forms to this enumeration after 
the idea of Visnu’s manifestations in different forms at different times had permeated through 
the worship of Krsna. In some parts of the Epic composed from the second to the third 
century, a boar, a man-lion, the twelfth son of Aditi and Kasyapa, Parasurama, Rama and 
Krsna are mentioned. These manifestations are more standardized in the Puranic literature 
such as VP and BnP from the fourth to the sixth century. And eventually Buddha has been 


included in the enumeration by the eighth century (MP 47.247). 


As for the typical list of the “ten manifestations” (dasadvatara)—fish (matsya), tortoise 
(kiirma), boar (varaha), man-lion (narasimha), dwarf (vamana), Parasurama, Rama, Krsna 
or Balarama, Buddha and Kalki —, we can see from DP12 that the dasdavatara list already 
existed from the sixth centuries to the eighth centuries. In addition to this, one Pallava 
inscription of the Adivaraha-Perumal rock temple at Mahabalipuram mentioned the list. The 


inscription is supposed to be carved within the eight century. 


Periods Manifestations Words Passages 
2-3c. boar, man-lion, dwarf — MBh3.100 
2-3¢. boar, man-lion, the twelfth son of Aditi and Kasyapa, | pradurbhava- MBh12.326 


Parasurama, Rama, Krsna, Hamsa, horse-headed 


2-3c. He conquered the three worlds by three steps, Ekarnava, | — HV30 
boar, he conquered the earth for Puruhita, lion, fire named 


Aurva, thousand-faced god, Padmanabha, Tarakamaya 


2-3c. Pauskaraka (Padmanabha), boar, man-lion, dwarf, pradurbhava- HV31 


Dattatreya, Parasurama, Rama, Krsna, Kalkin 


2-3c. Padmanabha, man-lion, dwarf — HV38 


[manifestations] were produced by curses. Listen to them.’ 


2-3c. Padmanabha, boar, dwarf, Parasurama — HV42 
2-3c. dwarf, lion, Bhava (Siva), Sukra, boar, Mohini, turtle, | — HV65 
Rama 
-3c. boar, fish, turtle — MarkP47 
4-6c. (1)Vainya (2)man-lion (3)dwarf  (4)Dattatreya | pradurbhava- VP98 
(5)Mandhatr (6)Parasurama (7)Rama (8)Vedavyasa | sambhiti- 
(9)Krsna (10)Kalki 
4-6c. (1)Vainya (2)man-lion (3)dwarf  (4)Dattatreya | pradurbhava- BnP2.73 
(5)Mandhatr (6)Parasurama (7)Rama (8)Vedavyasa | sambhiti- 
(9)Krsna (10)Kalki 
5-6c. boar, fish, turtle — ViP1.4 
5-6¢. Aditya, Paragurama, Rama, Krsna avatara- ViP1.9 
5-6c. fish, turtle, boar, horse, lion, human — ViP5.17 
4-8c. boar, man-lion, dwarf, he was born in Mathura (Krsna) avatara- MarkP4 
6-8c. fish, turtle, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Rama (Parasurama?), | — DP12 
Rama, Krsna, Buddha, Kalki 
7-8. Padmanabha, infant, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Dattatreya, | — SVv14 
Rama, Balarama, Buddha, Kalki 
8c. fish, turtle, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Rama (Parasurama), | — AP inscription 
Rama, Rama (Balarama), Buddha, Kalki 
8c.? Padmanabha, Dhruva, Ananta (Balarama), Saktyatman, vibhava- AhS5.50-56 


Madhusiidana, Vidyadhideva, Kapila,  Visvariipa, 
Vihamgama (Hamsa), Krodatman (Yajiia Varaha), 
Badabavaktra(Aurva), Dharma, VagiSvara(Hayagriva), 
Ekarnavasayin, Kamathesvara (turtle), boar, man-lion, 
Piyiisaharana (Amptaharana), Sripati, Kantatman 
(Dhanvantari), Rahujit, Kalanemighna, Parijatahara 
(Krsna), Lokanatha (Manu Vaivasvata), Santatman 
(Sanatkumaras or Narada), Dattatreya, Nyagrodhasayin, 
Ekasrngatanu(fish), dwarf, Trivikrama, Nara, Narayana, 


Hari, Krsna, Rama who has a shiny ax (Parasurama), 


Rama who has a bow, Vedavid (Vedavyasa), Kalkin, 


Patalasayana (the lord of fire) 


8-9c. 


(1)amsa of Narayana (2)man-lion (3)dwarf (4)Dattatreya | pradurbhava- MP47.237-249 
(5)Mandhatr (6)Parasurama (7)Rama_ (8)Vedavyasa 


(9)Buddha (10)Kalki 


8-9c. 


Visnu lying on the water, Atri, Bhrgu, Vasistha, Brahma, | — MP285 


Kasyapa, fish, turtle, boar, man-lion, dwarf, 


Rama(Paragurama?), Rama, Krsna, Buddha, Kalki 


9c. 


fish, turtle, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Rama (Parasurama?), | mirti- VarP4 


Rama, Krsna, Buddha, Kalkin 


10c.- 


(1)Sanatkumaras (2)boar (3)Narada(devarsi) (4)Nara and | avatara- BhP1.3 
Narayana (5)Kapila (6)Dattatreya (7)Yajfia (8)Rsabha 
(9)Prthu (10)fish (11)turtle (12)Dhanvantari (13)Mohini 
(14)man-lion (15)dwarf (16)Parasurama (17)Vedavyasa 
(18)Rama(naradeva) (19)Balarama (20)Krsna 


(21)Buddha (22)Kalki 


lle. 


(1)fish  (2)turtle (3)boar (4)man-lion (5)dwarf | avatara- DC 


(6)Parasurama (7)Rama (8)Krsna (9)Buddha (10)Kalki 


12c. 


fish, turtle, boar, man-lion, dwarf, Parasurama, Rama, | — GG1 


Balarama, Buddha, Kalki 
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